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£19bn Specialist  
Care Market*
Shifting from Growth 
to Delivery

State of the Nation:  
UK Specialist Care
Carterwood Quarterly Insight – Q2
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02* Laing Buisson Market size

The UK specialist care market for adults with learning 
disabilities, autism and mental health needs is entering a 
new phase. 

With increasing complexity of need and a continued focus 
on community-based care within the NHS and among Local 
Authorities driving demand, the market is becoming more 
operationally and commercially sophisticated. 

Across both investor and commissioner conversations, 
there is now far greater emphasis on delivery, outcomes, 
operational resilience and evidencing value. 

Despite the complexity, the market opportunity across 
learning disability and mental health services remains 
significant, particularly where providers can demonstrate 
sustainable demand, strong operational delivery and 
defensible market positioning. 
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For the purpose of this bulletin, Carterwood’s 
specialist care focus is primarily centred 
on services supporting adults with learning 
disabilities, autism, complex needs and mental 
health conditions. 

This includes a range of community-based 
and residential care models, including 
supported living, residential care, step-down 
services and other specialist accommodation 
pathways designed to support people with 
more complex support needs.

Whilst the wider specialist care market 
also includes children’s services, specialist 
education and other healthcare pathways, 
this publication is principally focused on 
the adult specialist care market and the 
evolving dynamics shaping service delivery, 
commissioning and investment across the 
sector.



•	 Learning disability remains the largest 
segment of the specialist care market.

•	 National inpatient numbers for LD and 
Autism show a gradual downward trend 
(2,195 in August 2025 >  2,110 Feb 2026), 
due to a continued policy drive to support 
people in community settings rather than 
hospital environments.

•	 Hospital discharges exceed admissions, 
reinforcing demand for local capacity. 

Operational pressures

•	 Fee uplifts exceeding inflation in many areas 
however the overall average remains behind, 
putting increased pressure on operators.

•	 High levels of out-of-area placements 
across the UK highlight insufficient local 
provision. 

Structural demand 
remains strong
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CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

Holly Pullinger 
Advisory Director

The expectation on
providers has shifted. It’s no 
longer just about meeting 
demand, it’s about 
demonstrating outcomes, 
operating consistently, and 
navigating a more complex 
commissioning and funding 
environment.”
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•	 NHS England encourages continued 
consolidation of ICBs.

•	 ICBs are consolidating and aligning more 
closely with Local Authorities, driving 
more consistent, community-focused 
commissioning across larger geographies.

•	 Ongoing consolidation: ICBs are merging 
and operating across wider “footprints” to 
improve efficiency and strategic alignment 
(e.g. new Central East footprint).

•	 Further consolidation of ICB boundaries is 
expected nationally by April 2027.

Structural Change

Area Then Now

Delivery Hospital-led Community-
based

Pricing Local Scrutinised

Placements Reactive Managed

Outcomes Limited Measured

From Expansion to 
Managed Delivery
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David Jones  
Consultant  
Carterwood 

The specialist care market 
has expanded quickly to 
meet demand, but the 
system around it hasn’t 
kept pace. What we’re now 
seeing is a move toward 
a more structured model, 
with greater control over 
pricing, placements and 
accountability.”
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CQC Ratings  
and Performance
•	 Large majority of services rated Good or 

Outstanding across the East of England 
(83.2%), broadly comparable with the 
England average (86.4%).

•	 Outstanding ratings highest in the East 
Midlands (9.1%) and lowest in West 
Midlands (2.2%) with large variation.

•	 Requires Improvement levels higher in the 
West Midlands (16.5%), further reinforcing 
compliance challenges in the region and 
suggesting scope for quality enhancement 
and service development.

•	 Overall compliance is highest in the 
North East (95.9%), with no homes rated 
inadequate.

•	 Overall inspection profile suggests variable 
ratings across the country across the 
country, with opportunity for high-quality 
providers to support commissioners 
seeking stronger outcomes in areas 
generally under performing.
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~86% of services rated Good/
Outstanding, indicating a 
strong baseline of quality 
across the sector

Regional inconsistency in 
ratings, with higher “Requires 
Improvement” levels in some 
areas creating opportunity to 
differentiate

CQC moving to a more 
continuous, outcomes-based 
framework, aligned with NHS 
and Local Authority priorities

CQC Ratings and Performance

Regions Outstanding Good Requires 
Improvement

Inadequate

East Midlands 9.1% 76.4% 13.9% 0.6%

East of England 4.0% 79.2% 15.6% 1.2%

London 2.7% 86.6% 10.3% 0.5%

North East 9.0% 85.9% 5.1% 0.0%

North West 5.3% 81.7% 11.8% 1.2%

South East 4.3% 80.1% 15.1% 0.5%

South West 4.8% 84.4% 10.4% 0.5%

West Midlands 2.2% 81.2% 16.5% 0.2%

Yorkshire and The Humber 6.1% 81.2% 12.3% 0.4%

England 4.8% 81.6% 13.0% 0.6%

CQC ratings performance and inspections update – April 2026

Source: CQC
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Selective Capital for 
Scalable Operators
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Underwriting 

Focus Area What Matters Now

Demand Pipeline depth

Fees Sustainability

Operations Delivery capability

Positioning Local alignment

Risk Downside protection

Tom Hartley  
Managing Director 
Carterwood

Investor appetite for 
healthcare remains, but capital 
is being deployed more 
selectively. In specialist care, 
the strongest opportunities 
will be those that can 
evidence sustainable demand, 
resilient fee structures, 
operational control and clear 
downside protection. Growth 
is still attractive, but it now 
needs to be underwritten 
with much greater precision.”

Investor appetite across adult specialist 
care services remains strong, but capital 
deployment has become more disciplined.
Debt markets continue to be highly active, 
supported by the stability of government-
backed revenues and long-term demand 
fundamentals across specialist care.

At the same time, equity investors are applying 
greater scrutiny to operational delivery, 
workforce sustainability, regulatory compliance 
and earnings resilience. Transaction processes 
are taking longer, with more detailed due 
diligence and increased focus on downside 
scenarios.

Investment challenges

•	 Longer deal timelines

•	 More detailed due diligence

•	 Increased focus on downside

Businesses with strong data capability, 
scalable operating platforms and clear 
outcome measurement are increasingly 
differentiating themselves in the market.

Execution is the key differentiator

•	 Workforce strategy

•	 Outcome measurement

•	 Data capability

•	 Platform scale
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From discussions with our clients across the 
investor, operator and lender community, debt 
markets remain highly supportive of healthcare 
and specialist care transactions, particularly 
where operators benefit from government-
backed revenues, stable cash flows and 
strong property fundamentals. However, 
equity investment remains more cautious, 
with significantly greater focus on downside 
protection, operational delivery and regulatory 
resilience.

What does this mean for investors 
and commissioners?

Investors and commissioners are placing 
greater emphasis on data-led decision 
making, local market analysis and operational 

benchmarking. This includes greater 
scrutiny around fee sustainability, workforce 
dependency, local authority commissioning 
behaviour and long-term demand dynamics.

What does this mean for operators?

Operators that can demonstrate strong 
outcomes, workforce stability, operational 
consistency and clear local market 
positioning are likely to be best placed to 
attract investment and secure future growth 
opportunities.

Market Commentary: A Sector 
Evolving Rapidly
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A Strong Market, 
With a Higher Bar

Ben Hartley 
Co-Founder 
Carterwood 

The market fundamentals 
remain compelling, but the 
bar has risen. Providers 
need to be able to evidence 
not only demand, but also 
delivery, outcomes and value. 
Those with strong data, 
clear local positioning and 
demonstrable quality will be 
best placed to capture the 
opportunity ahead.”

Recent discussions across the market 
highlight a learning disability and mental health 
sector that continues to benefit from strong 
structural demand, but where investment 
decisions are becoming increasingly selective.

Looking Ahead 

•	 Continued demand growth

•	 More government involvement

•	 Greater divergence in performance

•	 Ongoing investor interest
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The opportunity remains. 

But it now requires greater 
precision to capture it.

The elderly care market has undergone a 
significant evolution over the past decade, 
with investors increasingly relying on 
detailed local market analytics, demographic 
forecasting and operational benchmarking to 
support investment decisions.

Many of these same trends are now emerging 
within learning disability and mental health 
services. Commissioners and investors 
are seeking more sophisticated evidence 
around demand, fee sustainability, quality 
performance and local market dynamics.

As the learning disability and mental health 
market continues to mature, there is likely 
to be greater reliance on granular market 
intelligence, local authority benchmarking and 
outcomes-based analysis to support both 
operational and investment decision making.

Lessons from Elderly Care
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Our work
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Comprehensive market due diligence on 
behalf of Elevation in their acquisition 
and leaseback of 11 homes to Berkley
Care Group

Market analysis on behalf of Octopus 
Real Estate in their acquisition and 
forward funding of 4 schemes for 
Inspire Neurocare

Buy-side trading performance 
sustainability assessment on behalf of
H.I.G Capital in their acquisition of 
NewCare for their Lovett Care platform

Future trading performance assessment 
and market analysis for proposed 
leasehold acquisition of a Top 10 care 
home operator on behalf of a US private 
equity group

Wider UK market and town-level 
analysis on behalf of Exemplar Health 
Care to inform regional growth strategy

Undisclosed
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Trusted UK partners

Awards
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Launch: Carterwood  
Analytics Spain
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Our platform brings together diverse datasets 
into a single interface, enabling fast, accurate 
benchmarking and assessment of local market 
conditions  to help identify high-potential 
opportunities, and significantly accelerate 
decision-making. In addition, proprietary 
Spanish pricing data provides detailed 
insight into private pay fee levels and regional 
variation, supporting more robust revenue 
modelling and investment strategy.

Carterwood Analytics gives you all the essential 
elderly care home market data, all in one place. 
Save time assessing opportunities and make 
faster, more informed decisions.

	 Pricing data
	 Occupancy type
	 Coverage rate
	 Competition
	 Flexible catchment areas
	 Demographic data

Since launching Carterwood Analytics Spain in February, we have continued 
to build momentum, further extending our data-led advisory capability into 
one of Europe’s fastest growing healthcare real estate markets. 

Supercharge decision-making
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We welcome 
Charlie Farr 
to the team, 
bringing extensive 
experience across 
the property, 
technology and 
prop-tech sectors 
internationally. With a background 
spanning Deliveroo, Storefront 
and global advisory roles, he adds 
significant expertise in commercial 
growth, innovation and strategic 
expansion. Fluent in both English 
and Spanish, his experience further 
strengthens Carterwood’s growing 
international focus.International operator 

developing rapidly in Spain

“Carterwood Analytics allows us to 
quickly filter opportunities and focus 
on the ones that are actually worth 
pursuing.”
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